Introduction

The concept of functional stupidity was originated by Alvesson and Spicer (2012). Functional stupidity refers to the deliberate suppression of critical thinking, reasoning and questioning within an organisation. This can be to increase productivity or maintain a sense of order. The approach of functional stupidity has ethical, emotional and operational challenges and the concept has been challenged by others who question that the phrase is a “management buzzword” (Butler, 2016).

This review considers nine papers that explore the concept of functional stupidity in a range of organisational and educational settings. The papers consider various epistemological, ontological and ethical perspectives to understand how functional stupidity works and potential implications both for individuals and organisations. The papers were chosen in order to provide a broad range of perspectives. Each paper relates to functional stupidity or related organisational behaviours. The papers include a mix of empirical and theoretical perspectives which cover a range of methodologies. The studies selected cover a range of sectors including education, social work, public administration and corporate settings. The selection includes perspectives that recognise functional stupidity as relevant as well as critics of the concept, to provide a balanced discussion and also to consider its potential limitations as a theory.

Review of “Functional Stupidity: A critique” (Butler, 2016)

Overview
In this review, Nick Butler critiques Alvesson and Spicer’s concept of functional stupidity which describes the suppression of critical thinking in organisations to enhance compliance. Butler acknowledges that the concept has been widely discussed but questions the theory behind the concept, considers its potential misuse as a “managerial buzzword” but acknowledges its appeal to both the academic community and actual practitioners.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
Butler takes a critical epistemological viewpoint, seeing knowledge as socially constructed. He argues that the concept of functional stupidity lacks sufficient empirical evidence and relies too much on generalisations instead of data analysis. Ontologically, he takes the view that organisations are fluid and shaped by power and politics rather than a fixed system. They challenge the idea of functional stupidity as a stable feature within these organisations.

Ethical and methodological concerns
Butler raises ethical concerns about functional stupidity’s potential to justify managerial control rather than critique it. Butler comes from the viewpoint of theory based on literary studies but also acknowledges its limitations - without imperial evidence, the concept of functional stupidity risks remaining as an abstract.

Key findings
Butler draws attention to the fact there appears to be a paradox in relation to functional stupidity. It may appeal to both academics and managers but warns of it potentially being perceived as jargon and recommends that empirical research is carried out to validate Alvesson and Spicer’s claims.

Review of “From management to leadership: semantic or meaningful change?” (Bush, 2008). 

In this paper, Bush considers the apparent shift from “management” to “leadership” in UK education with a particular focus on that being from the point of the 1988 Education Reform Act. He considers whether this shift represented an actual change or was a form of rebranding.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
Bush adopts an interpretivist epistemology and critiques how leadership aligns with performance and competitive demands in education. He takes a constructivist position and sees leadership and management being shaped by political and economic influence.

Ethical and methodological concerns
Bush is critical of the potential for management to prioritise efficiency measures and accountability requirements over fundamental educational values. In essence, they caution against reducing education to a business model. While he highlights policy makers’ ethical responsibility, it is not clear what specific ethical issues leaders actually face. It is also unclear how Bush has used empirical evidence based on practitioners’ actual experiences to validate the claims made.

Key contributions
Bush makes the case that leadership discussion is often a rhetorical one which leads to limited actual change. He is critical of a managerial approach which values performance measures in favour of a leadership style which is based on sound educational values. As mentioned, it is unclear what empirical evidence this is based on or whether a range of leadership styles have been considered.

Review of “Slipping into functional stupidity: the bifocality of organisational compliance” (Paulsen, 2017).

Overview
Paulsen builds on the work of Alvesson and Spicer’s concept of functional stupidity by examining its role in organisational compliance. He draws on ethnographic research at the Swedish Public Employment Service and introduces the idea of “bifocality” to describe how employees tend to shift between “reflective” and “unreflective” compliance which perpetuates functional stupidity, even though they feel dissatisfied.

Epistemological and ontological considerations.
Taking an interpretive epistemology, the study focuses on the employees’ own experiences and uses ethnographic methods to explore how compliance is a social construct. The concept of bifocality is introduced and used to illustrate how employees shift between being critically aware of their situation yet still demonstrating passive conformity.

Ethical and methodological concerns
Paulsen highlights ethical concerns in relation to how organisations take advantage of functional stupidity to boost productivity and essentially ignore any employee dissatisfaction. It is unclear if a focus on a single case study allows the findings to be generalised. The study may have benefited from having a broader evidence base to analyse.

Key contributions
It appears that the study advances the concept of functional stupidity by introducing the notion of bifocality and the study provides insights into the way in which “normalised” behaviour and authority structures can influence employees. The study may have benefited from considering any ethical interventions which may help to mitigate the potentially negative impact of functional stupidity.

Review of “The Unreflective practitioner: A pilot study on functional stupidity and social work” (Fagerberg, McKee, and Paulsen, 2020).

Overview
In this study, the concept of functional stupidity is applied to social work and takes a quantitative approach to measure how social workers comply with organisational norms whilst simultaneously justifying ethically questionable behaviour. The authors reflect on Paulsen’s earlier work (2017) which introduced three compliance “modes” of despair, cynicism and authoritarianism. Each of these modes is associated with specific rationales for not behaving in a reflective manner – potentially resulting in functionally stupid outcomes.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
Taking a positive epistemology, the study uses a structured questionnaire and statistical analysis on which to base its findings. As the study considers the feelings of the participants, it may have been useful to have included qualitative data in the analysis.

Ethical and methodological concerns
The study points out potential ethical concerns relating to the way in which organisational structure may force social workers into morally conflicting roles and behaviour, which can then potentially harm their well-being.

Key contributions
The findings appear to show a connection between compliant behaviour and job satisfaction in professional settings. The study does not appear to propose strategies to address these findings.

Review of “Excessive work regimes and functional stupidity” (Alvesson & Einola, 2018).

Overview
Alvesson and Einola consider the ways in which functional stupidity promotes excessive work regimes with a particular focus on the management consultancy industry and investment banking. They make the point that discouraging critical reflection results in employees effectively normalising unsustainable work hours. The study identifies what is referred to as key drivers including motivation, organisational norms, reciprocity and identity. Alvesson and Einola argue that these drivers reinforce employees’ acceptance of exploitative conditions.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
The review takes a critical epistemological view and challenges the perspective that working excessively is perceived as a positive trait in employees. It takes the perspective of a socially constructed ontology where attitudes to work are influenced by cultural norms, identity and a power dynamic. Employees adopt organisational values; for example, feeling that they are part of “an elite group” and conform to work expectations despite any potentially negative personal consequences.

Ethical and methodological concerns
The review raises ethical concerns about organisations exploiting employees and the role that functional stupidity plays in avoiding an acknowledgement of the potential costs to those employees.

Key contributions
The review links functional stupidity to employee identity and professional “norms”. They argue that employees therefore focus on the immediate tasks in hand without questioning any potential long-term consequences. The study references a number of anecdotal comments and may have benefited from a greater emphasis on empirical evidence to support the claims.

Review of “The experience and implications of meaningless work in the public sector” (Belanger, Chreim and Bonaccio, 2024).

Overview
This study examines how employees experience and respond to meaningless work using qualitative data from Canadian public servants. It considers this in relation to what they refer to as three related concepts: bullshit jobs, empty labour and functional stupidity.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
The study uses a subjectivist epistemology and draws on the participants’ lived experiences to explore how meaning is constructed. The analysis takes a constructivist ontological approach and finds that meaningless work is shaped by organisational structures and cultural norms.

Ethical and methodological concerns
The paper raises ethical concerns about the impact that meaningless work has on employee well-being. Having taken a qualitative approach, using semi-structured interviews, this may have introduced a bias to the findings as the participants who were interviewed self-identified as having experienced meaninglessness at work.

Key contributions
The study contributes to the understanding of meaningless work and how this may impact employees. The authors recognise that they do not have sufficient data to generalise about their findings and do not appear to provide actionable interventions to address the concerns raised.

Review of “Explaining ignoring: working with information that nobody uses” (Essén, Knudsen and Alvesson, 2022).

Overview
This study considers how the focus, referred to as “actors”, justify ignoring the data that they themselves produce, focusing specifically on the Swedish Public Comparisons initiative in healthcare. The authors consider “self-inflicted ignorance” and how organisational structure, ideology and technological factors sustain this behaviour.

Epistemological and ontological considerations.
The authors take a constructivist epistemology and take the perspective that ignorance is “made” rather than being simply a lack of knowledge. The constructivist ontology finds that self-inflicted ignorance is a result of ignoring rationales and the facilitators that create them.

Ethical and methodological concerns
The study raises ethical concerns about transparency and accountability and questions whether persistent ignorance undermines the public service. Whilst the authors used a longitudinal case study approach, it appears to use a single case (Eisenhardt, 1998) which might limit broader relevance.

Key contributions
The paper contributes to organisational ignorance research by identifying the ways in which the “actors” ignore data and what conditions enable this. It would be interesting to see how the study could be used for a comparative analysis across other sectors.

Review of “Taking credit for stupidity: on being a student in the performative university” (Spoelstra, 2023).

Overview
The author considers the role of stupidity in the context of the “performative university” and argues that stupidity can be a positive in education rather than being seen as purely negative.  The study compares functional stupidity with “desirable stupidity” and suggests that performance pressures in universities may contradict more meaningful intellectual exploration and learning experiences.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
The author adopts a critical epistemology and challenges the emphasis on measurable outcomes being desirable in place of the evolving process of engagement. Stupidity is presented as a relational phenomenon – an essential part of the learning process that indicates “unfinished thought”.

Ethical and methodological concerns
The author highlights the ethical implications of performance measures that prioritise what is produced over educational integrity which in turn may harm student well-being by discouraging exploratory learning. It appears the paper is predominantly theoretical and may have benefited from an emphasis on empirical data.

Key contributions
The paper introduces the concept of “desirable stupidity” and calls for educational practice that values intellectual risk-taking and stupidity being perceived as “incomplete thoughts” - both being essential elements to learning.

Review of “How much stupidity do organisations need? A psychodynamic perspective on functional stupidity” (Lomellini, 2024).

Overview
The author considers and expands upon Alvesson and Spicer’s concept of functional stupidity through a “psychodynamic” approach, drawing on Christophe Dejour’s framework. The author explores the apparent tension between functional stupidity and “subjective intelligence” i.e. sublimation. They argue that while stupidity may maintain organisational order it simultaneously suppresses critical reflection.

Epistemological and ontological considerations
The study takes a critical epistemological approach and examines how organisational norms suppress knowledge and “moral” reflection. The author considers stupidity as a suppression of subjective intelligence which in turn reinforces “uncritical obedience”.

Ethical and methodological concerns
The paper considers how functional stupidity may lead to employees entering a state of “passive obedience” which in turn may enable unethical organisational practice. It is interesting to note the paper uses “vignettes” to illustrate points made and may benefit from the use of empirical data.

Key contributions
Lomellini links psychodynamics to the concept of functional stupidity which provides a unique perspective. They make the point that “ordinary sublimation” may counter organisational stupidity which would in turn support ethical engagement.


Analysis

The concept of functional stupidity originated as a way to understand the ways in which organisations and individuals respond to both internal and external pressures which suppress critical thinking on reflective practice. The term was introduced by Alvesson and Spicer (2012) and explores how the concept, whilst being occasionally functional, may cause ethical, emotional and operational challenges. Over the past decade, the concept has been discussed and the research extended through other theoretical, methodological and contextual studies.

This review considers nine studies that explore functional stupidity and related issues such as ignorance, meaningless work and performativity across a range of organisational and educational settings. The nine studies draw on various epistemological, ontological and ethical perspectives. This review also considers other elements such as the ethical implications of leadership and organisational culture, the psychological impact of excessive work practice and the systemic causes of reflective and unreflective compliance.

This review considers current literature on functional stupidity and highlights key contributions and potential gaps. Secondly, the review identifies potential future research directions including a potential focus for a doctoral thesis.

The following areas are looked at in detail:

1. Epistemological: how knowledge is created and understood within the papers with a particular focus on positivist, interpretivist and critical approaches.
2. Ontological: the assumptions about reality and the social constructs that underpin organisational and individual behaviour.
3. Ethical: the moral implications of functional stupidity for individuals, organisations and wider society.

The review is structured into five main areas: a thematic analysis, epistemological and ontological considerations, ethical considerations, potential future research and conclusions.



Thematic analysis
This section considers all nine papers and looks at key contributions in four main areas: conceptual foundations, ethical and emotional implications, applications in organisational contacts and methodological approaches.

Conceptual foundations
The original work by Alvesson and Spicer (2012) defines functional stupidity as the suppression of critical reflection, reasoning and questioning often to maintain organisational efficiency. Butler (2016) adds to this by critiquing the theoretical position and raises concerns about it potentially becoming jargon. Whilst Alvesson and Spicer comment on the potential of functional stupidity to support organisational stability, Butler highlights the risk of oversimplifying the concept with particular reference to power and politics.

Paulsen (2017) introduces the idea of “bifocality” and explores how employees shift between a reflective and unreflective mindset in an attempt to manage organisational compliance. This contrasts with other interpretations and suggests that functional stupidity is not a fixed state but depends on the circumstances of the individuals.

Lomellini (2024) introduces a psychodynamic perspective and compares this in relation to functional stupidity and “ordinary sublimation”. Here, there may be the potential for individuals to use their frustration to promote creativity and ethical reflection. Having read and re-read the paper, Paulsen’s position on “re-eroticisation” at work remains unclear to me and could be an interesting focus for further consideration.

Ethical and emotional implications.
The ethical elements of functional stupidity are referred to in many of the reviewed papers. Fagerberg et al. (2020) consider how social workers justify carrying out morally challenging tasks using rationales that are linked to unreflective practice e.g. despair or cynicism. This raises a significant concern about the well-being of practitioners who are suppressing critical reflection in order to meet the demands of their employers.

Belanger et al. (2024), consider the emotional and ethical impact of meaningless work in the public sector. The authors link this to functional stupidity by showing how bureaucracy and misaligned priorities contribute to the disengagement and frustration of employees. The emotional impact of unreflective compliance is also shared in Alvesson and Einola’s (2018) review of excessive work regimes where employees actively rationalise unsustainable work practice by seeing their actions as ‘normal’ and are incentivised by their organisations’ culture and the promise of potential rewards.

Applications in organisational contexts.
The impact and results of functional stupidity appear to vary across organisational contexts. In the public sector, Fagerberg et al. (2020) and Belanger et al. (2024) highlight how organisational norms and structures force employees to comply with inefficient or ethically questionable practice. Essén et al. (2022) builds on this by examining “self-inflicted ignorance” in a public healthcare initiative where “actors” ignore their own data to avoid upsetting what is accepted as established norms.

In settings like consultancy and banking, where a performance culture is standard practice, Alvesson and Einola (2018) consider functional stupidity as a survival technique that actually helps employees cope with excessive work requirements. Even when employees recognise the stupidity of their work loads, a sense of professional identity and organisational culture reinforce being compliant over taking a reflective and critical perspective. Interestingly, these findings show how functional stupidity can be both a coping strategy for the individuals and a structural feature of their organisations.

In education, Spoelstra (2023) considers the “performative university”, where functional stupidity actively prioritises greater output over genuine intellectual exploration. In an organisation where academic pursuit could be assumed to be the priority, Spoelstra points out that the demands of leaders/managers dominate in terms of productivity and efficiency to the detriment of useful academic reflection.

Methodological approaches
The nine reviews studied employed a range of methodologies:

· Theoretical and conceptual analyses: Butler (2016) and Lomellini (2024) offer critical reflections on the theoretical nature of functional stupidity and rely on a critique rather than empirical data.
· Ethnographic methods: Paulsen (2017) uses participant observation and interviews to explore functional stupidity in the Swedish Public Employment Service which provides a range of context-specific insight.
· Quantitative approaches: Fagerberg et al. (2020) use a quantitative framework with a focus on functional stupidity and social work.
· Case study: Essén et al. (2022) use a longitudinal case study to examine how challenging behaviours in public healthcare are ignored which highlight how organisational conditions sustain functional stupidity.

All of these approaches add to the depth of research; however, single case studies and theoretical reviews potentially limit the generalisation of the findings. Possibly a mixed-methods research approach, which also considers other sectors, could provide a broader analysis and understanding of functional stupidity.


Epistemological and ontological considerations.
The epistemological and ontological aspects of the nine reviews provide an insight into the theory and assumptions which appear to underpin the concept of functional stupidity. By considering how knowledge is constructed and reality is perceived, this next section considers the frameworks and methodologies that are used to better understand the concept of functional stupidity.

Epistemological considerations
The studies provided a range of epistemological positions from a positivist approach that emphasises objective measures to interpretivist and critical positions that explore subjective experiences.

· Positivist: Fagerberg et al. (2020) adopt a positivist position and consider functional stupidity via a quantitive framework. By using a Likert-scale questionnaire, they provide empirical evidence for measuring unreflective compliance in social workers. However, this approach may reduce the concept to pure data and not consider what has already been referred to in this review of the context-dependent nature of functional stupidity.
· Interpretivist: Paulsen (2017), Belanger et al. (2024) and Essén et al (2022) take an interpretivist approach and focus on subjective experiences to explore the lived realities of employees and organisations. For example, the ethnographic study of bifocality considers how employees manage the tension between reflective and unreflective states of mind. Similarly, Belanger et al. use interviews to explore the emotional and ethical impact of meaningless work which offers a greater level of understanding into how individuals perceive, and respond to, organisational stupidity.
· Critical epistemology: Butler (2016), Spoelstra (2023) and Lomellini (2024) take a critical approach to explore the power structures and assumptions that sustain functional stupidity. For example, Butler criticises the lack of empirical evidence in Alvesson and Spicer’s original work and Lomellini uses psychodynamics to explore a suppression of moral reflection within organisations. Spoelstra interestingly reframes stupidity as a productive force in education and challenges “epistemic norms” that drive “performative universities”.

Whilst the range of epistemological approaches add to the research, a tension might be perceived here. Positivist methods may provide generalisability and objectivity but may overlook subjective and contextual factors. On the other hand, interpretivist approaches may address this but then lack empirical evidence.

Ontological considerations

The ontological approaches within the reviewed studies provide various assumptions about the nature of reality and the social construction of functional stupidity.

· Constructivist: Most of the studies adopt a constructivist ontology and and see functional stupidity as part of social interactions and organisational culture and norms. For example:

· Paulsen (2017) considers functional stupidity as a fluid, context-dependent phenomenon that is impacted by power dynamics and the “reflective” nature of the employees.
· Essén et al. (2022) see ignorance as socially constructed behaviour which is then in turn sustained by an organisation’s structures and culture.
· Belanger et al. (2024) and Alvesson and Einola (2018) consider the role of cultural and professional norms which lead to an acceptance of excessive work regimes and meaningless tasks.

· Relational reality: The concept of bifocality (Paulsen, 2017) and the idea of ordinary sublimation (Lomellini, 2024) provide an example of a dynamic ontology where individual behaviour and organisational norms are co-constructed through ongoing interactions. These studies challenge the opinion that considers functional stupidity as static and suggest that it shifts in response to the changing context and pressures that individuals may experience.

· Objective and subjective reality: There is tension evident between objective and subjective realities in the reviewed studies. Whilst Fagerberg et al. (2020) focus on measurable examples of compliance, interpretivist studies, e.g. Belanger et al. and Paulsen, prioritise the subjective experiences of employees. Lomellini (2024) links these two by considering subjective intelligence in relation to organisational structures - emphasising the relationship between an individual’s freedom of choice and the restrictions imposed by their organisation.

The range of approaches taken in these studies demonstrate the complexity of functional stupidity. It appears that alternative approaches might be useful, e.g. using critical realism as a philosophical approach, in providing an opportunity for future research.


Ethical considerations

Each of the reviews raise a number of ethical questions that relate to the impact of functional stupidity on individuals, organisations and wider society. This section considers these with a focus on organisational responsibility, employee well-being and the ethical implications of research methodologies.

Organisational responsibility
A recurring theme in the papers reviewed is on the ethical responsibility of organisations to consider the balance of efficiency and productivity with the well-being of their employees.

· Exploitation and overwork: Alvesson and Einola (2018) discuss how functional stupidity encourages excessive work attitudes in organisations such as consultancy and banking where long hours and significant work pressure are normalised. This raises questions about how an organisation prioritises its ethical obligations to create sustainable work environments.

· Bureaucracy: In the public sector, Fagerberg et al. (2020) and Belanger et al. (2024) show how rigid bureaucratic structures force employees to engage in unreflective compliance and/or meaningless tasks. It is particularly concerning to note that these studies highlight the ethical failures of public sector organisations especially when this could harm employees and, in turn, public trust.

· Ethical leadership: A number of papers, e.g. Lomellini, 2024 and Spoelstra, 2023, criticise the absence of ethical leadership in organisations and argue that leaders should actively promote a culture where employees feel empowered to reflect and challenge “normal” practice. Lomellini, in particular, suggests that organisations should encourage “ordinary sublimation” to encourage creativity and moral engagement.

Employee well-being
The ethical toll of functional stupidity on employee well-being is a common theme throughout the reviewed studies.

· Emotional harm: Belanger et al. (2024) note the emotional consequences of meaningless work e.g. frustration, disengagement and alienation. Similarly, Paulsen (2017) considers the psychological impact of shifting between reflective and unreflective states and suggests that prolonged exposure to a functionally stupid environment can impact negatively on employees’ sense of purpose.

· Moral engagement: Fagerberg et al. (2020) discuss how social workers rationalise morally challenging tasks through despair, cynicism and/or authoritarian compliance. This “moral disengagement” not only harms the employees in terms of their well-being but also impacts the quality of the service the social workers provide to those in their care.

· Academic performance: Spoelstra (2023) comments on the performance pressures in university which see students and academics prioritising output over meaningful intellectual pursuit. As with the previous examples, this impacts negatively on both the well-being of the individuals and the integrity of the organisation – in this case, quantity being prioritised over quality.

Research methodologies
Most of the studies consider issues at an organisational level and some also consider the ethics of the research design and the engagement of the participants involved.

· The participants: Paulsen (2017) and Essén et al. (2022) use qualitative methods that prioritised the participants experiences. However, it is not immediately apparent how they considered managing any potential emotional harm to the participants which may have been caused when they reflected on emotionally challenging topics during the interviews.

· Theory: Butler (2016) is critical of perceiving functional stupidity as a “useful” organisational tool (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012). Butler warns that taking this perspective risks justifying potentially harmful practice and calls for greater theoretical engagement with the concept.

The ethical issues raised in the reviewed papers highlight an apparent tension between functional stupidity as a survival mechanism, e.g. social workers using this to deal with extremely challenging work circumstances (Fagerberg et al., 2020) and the broader negative consequences for employees and organisations. Whilst some of the papers focus on the benefits, e.g. coping with extensive work demands, the majority are critical of the negative moral and psychological impact.

It could be concluded that organisations should encourage leadership practice that prioritises critical reflection and ethical decision-making. Ensuring support is in place to help employees manage workload and their mental health. Particularly in the public sector, ensuring policies focus specifically on reducing red tape and continually reviewing the balance between the organisations’ goals and the well-being of their employees. Academic organisations could reconsider the emphasis on performance output and encourage the effective use of time for intellectual exploration and risk-taking whilst still aligning with the values of these organisations.


Future research

The reviewed papers highlight that there has been an advance in understanding the concept of functional stupidity but also show some potential gaps and opportunities for further research. This section suggests areas of potential focus.

Empirical data

· Cross sector comparison: the studies focus mainly on specific contexts e.g. public sector organisations (Fagerberg et al, 2020; Belanger et al, 2024) or high-pressure organisations (Alvesson and Einola, 2018). Future research could compare how functional stupidity reveals itself across a range of diverse sectors, e.g. NGOs, private corporations and the creative sector.

· Sector-specific drivers: Researching other sectors to find out how functional stupidity reveals itself might be useful e.g. profit-making organisations in the private sector and other publicly accountable settings.

Quantitative data:

· Other metrics: Fagerberg et al. (2020) consider functional stupidity via a quantitative approach but most of the studies relied on qualitative or theoretical perspectives. At this point, I am unclear how to develop scales to measure functional stupidity across different settings but this could be a useful tool to support the generalisability of findings.

· Longitudinal studies: it could be useful to track changes in functional stupidity over time. This could be undertaken when an organisation is working “normally” or during particularly difficult times e.g. staff restructuring or a takeover.

Expanding the theory

· Diversity: in the papers reviewed, there appeared to be little attention paid to issues of gender, race, social economic status etc. Future research could explore how marginalised groups experience functional stupidity in relation to any of the issues raised as part of this review.

· An alternative perspective: Spoelstra (2023) introduces the concept of “desirable stupidity” in education which challenges the conventionally negative perspective in relation to stupidity. Future research could consider how this positive framing of stupidity, e.g. unfinished thought and creative risk-taking, works within education in particular.

· Relationship with other theories: functional stupidity could be considered in relation to other areas of study. For example, emotional labour, organisational silence and mindfulness. 

Practical intervention

· Ethical leadership: Future research could investigate the role of leadership and management in relation to functional stupidity and how it actively impacts negatively. Where there are examples of strong ethical culture, case studies could be undertaken to investigate evidence of best practice and compare how these differ to organisations with a toxic culture.

· Policies: It might be worth studying how effective the policies that are aimed at reducing functional stupidity are.

· Educational reform: Academia more broadly could be studied as an example of an organisation that promotes functional stupidity with particular reference to the emphasis on performance (Spoelstra, 2023). Research could focus on alternative pedagogical approaches e.g. reflective learning.

A global perspective

· Cross cultural research: Most of the reviewed papers are situated in western contexts with limited exploration of how cultural norms influence functional stupidity. Cross-cultural research could be carried out to see if the same features that influence functional stupidity reveal themselves in different cultures.

· Multi-nationals: Research could be undertaken to examine organisations that have a multi-national structure. It might be worth investigating how an organisation that spans different cultures is similar or differs in comparison to researching isolated organisations and cultures. 

Ethical challenges

· Employee agency: Research could focus on understanding how employees may demonstrate that they are resisting or overcoming functional stupidity, particularly in organisations where compliance is incentivised.

· Well-being: Future research could consider the moral consequences of functional stupidity and how it shapes the ethical and cultural values within an organisation - in particular, how this impacts on employee well-being.

Emerging technology

· The role of AI: How might the role of AI influence functional stupidity? Does a greater reliance on the use of emerging technology reinforce unreflective compliance or can it be used to develop critical thinking?

· Remote working: As technology has enabled employees to work remotely, how does this impact on the way in which functional stupidity reveals itself– in particular, how remote workers communicate and use technology to make decisions?

Conclusion
Following the review of the nine papers, it appears that the concept of functional stupidity is a useful tool to consider how areas such as unreflective compliance, organisational norms and the ethical challenges that employees in educational and other contexts face may actively promote it. This review highlights the theoretical and practical relevance of functional stupidity but also identifies possible gaps in the literature and a number of opportunities for future research.

A common feature across all of the studies is that functional stupidity has a range of drivers that impact upon it. These may be influenced by organisational structures, cultural norms and individual behaviour. Theoretical perspectives such as Butler (2016), Paulsen (2017) and Lomellini (2024) add to the understanding of functional stupidity beyond the original concept put forward by Alvesson and Spicer (2012) and introduce concepts such as bifocality, ordinary sublimation and desirable stupidity. This suggests we should not view functional stupidity as simply a static or necessarily negative concept but that it reveals itself differently depending on the context.

Ethical concerns feature in the reviewed papers with many of the studies being critical of the moral implications of functional stupidity for the well-being of employees and also for the integrity of the organisations which they work in. Excessive work regimes (Alvesson and Einola, 2018), meaningless tasks in the public sector (Belanger et al. 2024) and the performative pressures in academic settings (Spoelstra, 2023) demonstrate how functional stupidity may perpetuate exploitation, a lack of engagement and possible harm to employees. At the same time, studies like Essén et al. (2022) and Fagerberg et al. (2020) focus on the role that organisational structure and cultural norms have in encouraging unreflective behaviours which raise potential questions around the ways in which these organisations are held to account in addition to the ethical behaviour of their leaders and managers.

Whilst the papers that were reviewed add value to the bank of current research, this review has identified potential gaps. There is an emphasis on context specific evidence, such as public sector organisations, consultancy and banking, which may limit the generalisability of the findings. Where the papers focused on qualitative and theoretical approaches, there may be a case for a greater emphasis on empirical data. Future research could concentrate on cross sector and cultural comparisons, taking a global/multi-national perspective and also consider longitudinal studies. Also, research that provides practical solutions aimed at addressing the negative impact of functional stupidity could also be explored in further depth.

In conclusion, functional stupidity remains an interesting area of inquiry which has potentially significant implications for organisations, the individuals that work within them and society as a whole.
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